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^ ' ; * ' Pronouns and Social 'Self 

Pronouns and'the Social Self in Mother-Child Conversation 

Sociologists view language as the means\by which culture is 
^* - ♦ • ' ' . ^ 

transmitted from one generation to the.next,- It is also viewed as 

» *• • 

the instrument' through which the isocial self is* developed (Cdoley, 
1902; Bain, 1936). Mead (1934), one^of the leading contenders of 
this theoretical posi.tion, asserts that the child is bbrn without 
a social s^elft Development of the social self results from famjly 
and peer 'group interaction where' the child learns to take the role 
of the "significant" ot]her ^nd the "generalized" otherl Out of - 
these experiences, two components of the self develop: the "I" 
and the "*me". For M^ad, the "1" is the creative or spontaneous 
aspect, of the self. It is sometimes called the acting, self. The 
"me" is thaf part of the self that is an organization of^the ijiter 
nalized attitudes of others. The "me" consciously registers and 
takes accQunt of the attitudes of society. Of the two components, 
^Mead asserts that the "'^I" is' first to develop. That is, the child 
first becomes aware ot himself as subject rather than object, fio ' 
'doubt. Mead deriv.es his theoretical , position In part *from' Cool ey's 
(1902)* earlier obseryatibns on the use of self-words by a child.- - 
With the birth of h.is third child, Co&ley decided to keep a de- 
tailed record of her speech ^development with special attention 
directed towards pronoun usage. These observations suggest that . 
normal use of se-lf-vyords* seferas to hav^^been acquired by the 
thirty-third month., A repliccCtion of this study by Bain (19;36) 
produced strikingly s*1miTar results/ Both scholars, acknow,! edge 
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that" .the- infant's use of "I" is social.' The "I" refers to 'the self- 
, as-iriteractor, not to the bodily, se\f. In fact, Bain contends that 
the bpdijy self as object has only the vaguest meaning- for^an in- 
fant., ■fllis'view is also supported 5y'.Piaget (1926) who maihtains 
that a child^s^earliest speech is egocentric 'speech, (providing 
pleasure primarily for the speaker).' Whereas Cooley-and Bain ad- 
dress thentselves to children under three, Piage.t. contends that this 
is a characteristic of children's 'speech through .the ages of six. 

. / ' ^ • . • ■■ . 

or s^en. This egocentric trait has &lso be'eff'dis.cussed by Peevers ' 

- and Secord (1973) who^ote ttiat preschool children appear to have 
^ ' • / , . ' - . 

Tittle appreciation of other 'piersons as distinct unique individuals 

^ and react-to them more in-terms of their material possessions and" ' 
social setting-r' -- --- ^ ' ^ \ .- ' 

. - The importance of individual self in the ea»*ly dfeyelepmerit of 
social self seem^ well establishe~d^in the literature. How^ver^N'- 
empirical manifestations of this theoretical fJhenomenon appear. [ ' 
lacking. Although bptfi Cooley ancj Bain ojjserve pronouns- a/T^indif^a- 
tors of sooial .self development, thei»; observations ar^ at 6'e?t 

ensure also carried out on a single child 
under three years of age. -This' research will examine the use of pern 
sonal pronouns in a much -larger, sample of childr.ea six years of 'age. 
It is'>hypothesized that the child's use of per'sonal pronouns wil'l 
reflect an emphasis and awareness of the s.ocial self as actor. The • 
self as subject will be less ^salient at thi? st^ge of developnierffe^ 



60 percent of the motljer's^ pers'on.a.3;^eferencls are directly to *•■ 
the child in, the fonft of .fyo.B.'.^>f Prglibnilhal references to- the ^ 
immediate/ o^lpr are .foil ttwed; in frequency by references to self 
(I/nie',/we^ £5) and .siiecific; odler (he, she, him, ^Y). Usage 
of these two pronominal gr^oup^ings is approijcimately equal. It 
can be noted that^ unl1il<e th^.qhild, the mother is dust as likely 
t© use, "we" ras s fje i s'^ to use " 1" . 
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' ApRlka^^ o|'th6' contagious Poi^son to\^e' ordered dis- • 

tributio| o'f pironom^nal forms indicates that'tlte \istri^^ution is ' 

not of t.4 Poi.ss^n^E)e (Coleman, 1964), ;TI?e fit i\ extremely 

poor. ,~"XJris. poor can, no doubt, b^ attii-ibuted to the*chil'd's 
■.a ' § } w .... ' ■ ^ \ 

excess ivei^us^ of, and.the mother's excessive us0 of \'you".- 
To^more fpl^ understand the data, it will be helpful tb\ compare 
the use of i)erJ)nal references in mother- child conversation. .with 
theiiuiult pattern as shown by college students (Table\2) ' 
(Allen ar\d^Guy,^rthcoming). Contrary to both the mother's* and 
the-child.^s patterns , 'the order of prohoun use for the college 
student is' self f partner, specific other and general other, and 
fina.llx.«e-grciijp. The general frequency of prx)n6minal .references 
is'one.word i| ten. In the mother-child conversation, this 

- • , \ ■' • ' . ' 

tern-,i^ d|astically changed. The Vate of pronoun use is one 
pd'vinjsev^, or approximately 43 percent greatef. .^h*e most 
treme andficonststent differences in the mother-child and addJtt 
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patterns chh be viewed in. the distributions of pronominal references 
' to self, immediate^^erV and specific other. Botlj boys and ^Irls 
^ maintain a higher rate of reference 'to '^elf and specific other 
..than dp college student^. However, the'chil,d'^' use of ^immediate 
other- references is considerably'.tower than that, of the colllege 
student.. The mother's pronorriRal pattern (when- talking to her ■ 
child) is also quite different fro/n that of the student,. Like • 
the child,' the motW's use of specific other references- is, con- 
siderably, higher than that of the college student.- In contrast 
to the child, the mother's use of self ' referencres is considerably 
lower than that ^f,the "student whereas her ^jse of iriimediate, other , 
references is s.i^nificantly "higher. ' ^xamining ju'st the mother- ' 
chfld-dyadsTit is interesting to note that the mother's* level 
.of self reference is reciprocal to the child's level of reference 
to the mother. This " is an unexpected findirrg. which leads , us to ^ 
•§uess^ that' the mother .is effectively sharpening the child's^sense 
of self, while rem*oving herself from' consideration. This process*, 
then deflects the child's attention to, third persons' as specific 
others, and iray be .a mechanism to overcome .and remove the mother- 
child monopoly of the pre-school years. Th.h strategy sfeluld even- 
tually lead, the child to acquire a pattern of pronom'inal refpr^s 
s.imilar'to that of the col.lege student. .' ^ 



Nominative- v ersus Accusative Pronominal References ' • • \ 
'\ '^Thej^'rammatfcaY fonii 6f the pronouA can also assist in eval^^ 
ating social self development, ^ri the- ca,se of the nominative forms. 



Method ♦ ' ' .' •= 

Six year o-lds jnd their mothers were pd^'red in '128 unique • 
•dyadrand were asked to talk together oh- any topic for approXV'v * 
matgly five minutes. They were told that the purpose of tlie 
re-search was to* learn l^ow mothers and children talk to each other." 
The 128 dyads were evenly divided among black and white families. 
They .were almost evenly divided by sex of child (males = 65; 
females = ^3)." Care waj taken to insure that in each dyad .the six 
year old was either -an only child or an oldfest child. THis._pre- • 
caution was t-aken in order to avoid variation in language patterns* 
attributable to imitating older sibTings. Al'l of the chlTdi^n . - 
had completed ski ndegarten and;'were normal in speech, hearing, , and 
vision as were thei-r- mothers. ' . ^ • . 

At the onset of the researchers', visit, each child was 
promised a small gift (to be presented 'at the .end of the visit) ^ 
as a^token of apprecicition for participating 1^ fhe study.' ^Each 
child was also pgjmis.ed^the opportunity to listen to the-tape ' 
recording.! The promises Tf a gift'*and playback of the recording • 
served as- motivating forces for the children with- one exception. ' 
One' hyperactive boy refused to listen to the recotJ^iig and'seemed * 
uninterested iri receiving a gift. 

^ Each of the 128 samples was. qarefully transcribed from th'e 
tape recording by a team of two researchers and thep rechecked 

* ■ * • . 
• , • 

- . ■ ' • 

iThfi primary purpose of the playback was to identify doubtful 

words tor the -typewritten transcript.' ' 
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against the ori-ginal tapes. Jhese transcfipts were'coded'onto 
-computer cards and verified. "The, researchers .then prepared a • 
computer program to sort and coiint. all words in the records, identi 
. fying an inputs as mother's or chil4's. The data were processed 
on a Xerox Sigma 9 andj(op an IBM 360/.65.'' 

Results and Discussion ' . 

An examination of the average use of pronoun forms per . 
dyad by race and sex shows a clear and'distinct preference on the 
part of the child, for self reference (Table 1). The most fre- - 
quently used pronoun by the ^child'is "I", clearly establishing 
self as actor." The combined usage^of se'lf- reference pronouns • 
(I, lire, we, us) exceeds the usage of all obter- pronouns' (you', 
•they, them, he,' she, him', her) .^-Self-reference pronouns are s 
followed in usage by Specific other references {'he, 'she, tiim.Her). 
The least used pronominal' references .by 'the child are references 
to the immediate other (you) and -to the generalized other (they, ' 
them). • ■ . 



*• Tabile 1 about here' 



An examination 'of the mother's pj-onominal usage shows a 
markedly diffei^ent pattern'. 'The 'mother seems to forget herself, 
apd tO' project socially to and- for the child because her self^ .. 
references are relatively infrequent, and her reference to the* 
immediate other is almost obsessively predominant. Approximately 
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"I", "We", "they",. "lie'',* a'nd "she", jhe pronoun- is' usually the 
ini,tial word of a clause or sentenced. In general, the person ■ 
indicated in the, ndmi native case is" the aqtor. or source of action .- 
The action may be soc'ial, physical,, or mental; or it may simply 
indicate a, cond'iti of) or 'characteristic of the.sQbject. But there 
; is at least' an implicit* projection from the subject to the external 
realm. 

'A similar but, compleinentat^y ^function may Bfe-ascr^^ed to the 
.accusative -pronominal forms, "me", "us"-, "them",,, "him", and "her". 
This form <feriotes a perspn who is the target or .Recipient of action. 
The social significance of this position is that of the second term, 
or the inferior teiln^of the:e}<change.; .Iri.the case of social action, 

the object is the essential but lesser half,' of which' the source 

•» ' • *' — 

- of action is- the primary Half, ' . , . • 



Table 3 about herf 



Categorizing, pronominal references as nominative or accusative 
. and examining the data from this perspective, a de'cidedly higher " 

proportion of nominative^orms c^n be found. This preference for 

the nominative over^be accusative is somewhat greater for the " .• 
.child's speech patterns than for the mother'5 although it is mani- 

fest in 'both. This pattern is simili^ forVll persons i black" and 
• white, male. dn4- female. The child's greatest preference for the 

nominative oyer the. accusative farm is for seTf ^^eference^ me,. 
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we, us) with a mean ratio of 4.70:1. Jhese data suggest that, the' 
chil^d as social .act'or is, mainly the source of action and is less 
frequently 'the object of action.' The mother's mean ratio fdr self 
references "is much" lower (2.8'0:1), suggesting a greater tendency 
to view self as both subject and object. ^By contrast, the child's 
use Qf the 'generalized, other (they, .them) shows amean ratio' of 
■^.25:1, suggesting a more equal distribution of the nominative- • 
.accusative fprmsT This-tendency towards equalization, is somewhat 

'misleading 1;hough. A more accurate interpretation of the*^ata 
wouRmake reference. to an underdeveloped' generalized other. ' In 
other, words ^.tB^ generalized 'other does-tiot seem td be adequately 
developed at this age. For the chip's use of specific other, ' 

.pronouns (he, she, him, her)., the ratio is most erratic. "This 
ratio is much, higher for blacks than for whites.* It is also con- 

. siderably higher for ma.les than for females. The data- suggest - 

'that perception of the ipfecific -other as object is in the pro.- 
cess ^developing and wilT precede full development of the gener- 
alized other < Additionally, females 'and whites appear "to be ' 
acqulring'this perception more rapidly tf^a-n, males' and blacks. 

'■ _ ' ' \ ' ' V . 

Son elusion" ' - , • ' 

• i • ' " . . ■ ^ > . - 

'• jThe data tend to support the crux of Mead's -discussion 

\ ' . ' ] ■ ' - • 

descriibing the development of , the: social self. The "I" is' the 

i «■ • ' " ' . ^ 

i • ] ' ' 

sourqe of action and appears'to develop first.- The individual as" 

|.,- • " 

subject rather than object dominates in the child's use df pKp,nouns 

! , ■ .. ■ ♦ ■ '. . 

Th& I'me" 'aS the recipient of action is- relatively underdeveloped /* 
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^ at six. This dimension pf self appearsjto develop at a latter 

stage. "Thfrs child is rapidly .gaining awareness' of the specif i-c 

other.; 'However, his awareness of the generalized other is devellap- 

^ing more slowly... Perhaps most surprising is the child's seeming 

-■* ' ' - . ' ' - 

^•ack of awareness 'of the immediate other. This lack of awareness ' 

appears to be~artifically Induced' by the mother who uses excessively - 

the immediate other reference;. The mother''S extre't^iely high use 

o-f this reference (you) and'her extremely Ipw use oV self refer- 

• » ' * 

„ ences seem. to effect .a complenjent^ry pattern in the child." More ' 
" . • * \ 

spec.ifi"cally, the child t^-impelled .into a much more frequent • - • 

reference to" self,- &nd- conceivably-, to af^»ijicrg.ase*d level of . • 
- ■ ' • , • ■ •■">;• 

•'.assertiveness an^ action. If this 'is the case,, wq may have ,evi- 
> 'deirce of a sQctal weaning process which readies the child for a - 
higher l,e^el of .autonomy and assertiveness as he prepares to take 
^on" a new role within the formal educational system. Cj^jbaialy,' ' 

• ' a 

"'the data lend empiricaJ evidence' to Mead'5 -discussion regarding 
t" t-ha deVe"^'<Jpment and projection of- the social self. 

; « • < '• 1 ■• * • 
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Table 1 • - * 
Average 'ProRou/i Forms Per Dyad By Rac&<^d Sex 
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* \-^.. '♦le./ you ^Hey them we ^s i^/she [himjiher f 

■ ■ ..' - . ' - ' ^ • \-- • TTT '-"^ 



(f28 dyads-, ,5 minutes each). - 
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Personal Reference in Col leQe! Student* &nd Moth'er-Child Cofiversatton 
CReference- rate.pfer 1000 words*)' 
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with six year o/ld children 
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. Ratio of Nominative to AocusAtive Fbnn of Pronouns 
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